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Wait Until the Flower Dries

Grandpa planted cucumbers in the garden, and I was in charge of watering. The
first cucumber flowered in early June, a yellow flower on its head, its body thin and

short.

I wanted to pick it. My hand was barely out when Grandpa held it back: the flower
has not dried, wait a few more days. I asked: why? Grandpa said: a cucumber picked
early has no bloom settled in it, it tastes bitter; let it grow a few more days and
the flesh turns crisp, and sweet after that. I asked: how many days? Grandpa said:
watch the flower. When it dries and falls off, it is about time.

From then on I went to look every day. The flower dried from the edges, curled
into a small ball, its color turning brown. On the third day it had not fallen, and I

worried and asked Grandpa: will it not fall? Grandpa said: it is waiting for its
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time, just like you wait for the bell at the end of school; when the time comes, it
rings. I squatted under the frame and thought: the school bell has ten minutes to go,
but my flower has how many days left; this is harder to wait out than a school day.

That noon I ate a bowl less of rice, my mind back on the flower.

On the morning of the fifth day the flower fell off. The cucumber was deep green,
with a coat of white frost on its body. Grandpa handed me the scissors: you do it
Cut the stem, leave the tendril, and the vine keeps bearing. I snipped once, and the
cut was so tender it gave out water. Grandpa looked at the cut and nodded: cut right,

the vine is unhurt.

Holding the cucumber I asked Grandpa: who first? Grandpa said: you decide. I
thought a while and said: let us give it to Grandpa Li first, he helped us carry
water last week. Grandma made a bowl of cold salad, and I carried it next door.
Grandpa Li took a bite and said: this cucumber is sweet. I said: I waited five days
for it. Grandpa Li put down his chopsticks and said to me seriously: a thing you have
waited for tells you, in the eating, what waiting tastes like. I did not quite
understand the line, but I kept it.

Back home Grandpa had cut a bowl for us too. I took a big bite; crisp indeed, and
a while after swallowing, a little sweetness rose in the mouth. So waiting has a

taste of its own.

Grandpa sat on the bamboo chair, looking at the cucumber frame, and said slowly:
what grows in a garden, like what goes into a mouth, always tastes better after
waiting. I kept that line in my heart, and early the next morning I ran again to

count the flower on the second cucumber.
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